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No lessons learnt

The Meghalaya mining disaster
exposes a series of administrative lapses

he disaster that struck a coal mine at Ksan in
TMeghalaya’s Jaintia Hills district on December 13,

trapping at least 13 workers, is a shocking remin-
der that a fast-growing economy such as India conti-
nues to allow Dickensian mining practices. India being
home to some of the worst mine disasters, such as
Chasnala near Dhanbad in 1975 in which more than 370
people were killed, the full spectrum of mining activity
should be tightly regulated. Yet, the Ksan mine, re-
ferred to as a rat hole, was allowed to function in viola-
tion of not just safety norms but a complete prohibition
issued by the National Green Tribunal. Clearly, the ad-
ministration did not act to stop unscrupulous operators
of the illegal mine from exploiting desperate workers,
some of them from Assam, who were willing to work
the rat hole tunnels because that is the most remunera-
tive employment available to them. Unscientific mining
led to a collapse of the chamber and deadly flooding fol-
lowed. After disaster struck, it was incumbent on the
Meghalaya government to launch an immediate rescue
effort. But it did not possess the equipment to dewater
the stricken mine quickly, and did not show any urgen-
cy in requisitioning it from elsewhere, in spite of the in-
volvement of the National Disaster Response Force. The
families of the workers are now left hoping for a mira-
cle. Meghalaya has no excuse for not closing down such
dangerous mines. What it can and should do now, joint-
ly with the Assam government where needed, is to offer
adequate compensation and jobs for the next of kin of
the workers without delay.

Official inquiries into flooding disasters at approved
mines, including Chasnala, have shown serious short-
comings in safety management. Two years ago, a land-
slip at an open cast mine in Goda, Jharkhand, killed 23
people, raising questions about the rigour of the techni-
cal assessment done prior to expansion of extraction
activity. A study on three big flooding accidents pu-
blished in 2016 by the IIT-Indian School of Mines, Dhan-
bad, concluded that the official approach of fixing res-
ponsibility on human error was flawed, since it did not
try to identify the root cause. There is little evidence to
show that pre-mining surveys and safety protocols are
incorporating such advice. The case of illegal mines
falls in a different category. Unapproved work, which
appears to have led to the Meghalaya accident, cannot
continue, and employment should be provided to those
who are displaced. Illegal mining has been highlighted
by activists, but they have become targets of violence
by those operating the mines. In the glare of national at-
tention, Chief Minister Conrad Sangma has acknow-
ledged that illegal mining does take place. His govern-
ment has been remiss as it failed to act on the NGT’s
directions. It must bear responsibility for what has hap-
pened at Ksan, and work to prevent such tragedies.

Winter bear hug

Stocks everywhere show signs of weakness
as central banks tighten monetary policy

.S. President Donald Trump probably did not
l I have his best Christmas this year. American
stocks suffered their worst Christmas-eve loss in
market history with the Dow Jones Industrial Average
losing a massive 650 points on Monday, a drop of al-
most 3% within a single trading session. Mr. Trump has
been keen on projecting the stock market’s perfor-
mance as a gauge of how well the U.S. economy is doing
under his presidency. While U.S. and global stocks per-
formed extremely well in the first year of Mr. Trump’s
presidency, they haven’t lived up to his expectations
this year. The Dow Jones, now down almost 19% from
its peak in early October, is clearly teetering near bear
market territory. The index is down about 12% since the
beginning of the year. The S&P 500 is already more
than 20% down from its intra-day peak during the year,
thus meeting the common definition of a bear market.
And the Japanese Nikkei index dropped 5% on Christ-
mas day. The Christmas-eve slump in the U.S. came af-
ter Treasury Secretary Steven Mnuchin’s statement on
Sunday announcing the convening of the President’s
Working Group on Financial Markets, colloquially
known as the Plunge Protection Team, that last met in
2008 in the midst of the global financial crisis. Investors
interpreted the statement as a sign of possible trouble
brewing within the financial system, thus contributing
to at least some of the panic in the markets on Monday.
It is no surprise that stocks in the U.S. and around the
world have shown signs of weakness just around the
time the Federal Reserve and other major Western cen-
tral banks have been keen on ending the era of easy mo-
ney by tightening monetary policy. Many major indices
have either broken their short-term uptrend or strug-
gled to go past their most recent highs. Mr. Trump has
expectedly been public about his criticism of Federal
Reserve Chairman Jerome Powell, who has surprised
many by sticking to his plan of gradual rate hikes des-
pite U.S. inflation being comfortably below the Fed’s
target rate of 2%. He fears that rising interest rates could
derail economic growth that has been quite robust in
recent times and affect his popularity. Historically, pol-
iticians have generally favoured easy money policies re-
presented by low interest rates while central bankers
have insisted on sticking to their primary mandate of
controlling price inflation. So the battle between the
President and the Federal Reserve Chairman is not
completely surprising, except for Mr. Trump’s criticism
of the Fed. What is important to observe is how mar-
kets, which have now clearly begun to price in the ef-
fects of tighter monetary policy around the world, will
fare in the era of more normalised interest rates.

Being a good neighbour

India must shed its zero-sum style foreign policy-making, and work towards South Asian integration

-

HAPPYMON JACOB

least integrated regions, India is

one of the world’s least region-
ally-integrated major powers.
While there indeed are structural
impediments (posed by both India
and its neighbours) in fostering re-
gional integration, the most signif-
icant handicap is New Delhi’s idea-
tional disinclination towards its
neighbourhood. Successive re-
gimes have considered the neigh-
bourhood as an irritant and chal-
lenge, not an opportunity. Seldom
have India’s policies displayed a
sense of belonging to the region or
a desire to work with the neigh-
bourhood for greater integration
and cooperation. Today, we have
become even more transactional,
impatient and small-minded to-
wards our neighbourhood which
has, as a result, restricted our
space for manoeuvre in the re-
gional geopolitical scheme of
things.

If South Asia is one of the world’s

At a critical juncture
Whichever way one looks at it, In-
dia’s neighbourhood policy is at a
critical juncture: while its past pol-
icies have ensured a steady decline
in its influence and goodwill in the
region, the persistent absence of a
coherent and well-planned region-
al policy will most definitely en-
sure that it eventually slips out of
India’s sphere of influence. India’s
foreign policy planners therefore
need to reimagine the country’s
neighbourhood policy before it is
too late.

The Narendra Modi govern-
ment’s neighbourhood policy be-

gan exceptionally well with Mr.
Modi reaching out to the regional
capitals and making grand foreign
policy commitments. But almost
immediately, it seemed to lose a
sense of diplomatic balance, for in-
stance, when it tried to interfere
with the Constitution-making pro-
cess in Nepal and was accused of
trying to influence electoral out-
comes in Sri Lanka. While India’s
refugee policy went against its
own traditional practices, it was
found severely wanting on the
Rohingya question, and seemed
clueless on how to deal with the
political crisis in the Maldives.
Despite their characteristic brava-
do and grandstanding, the BJP go-
vernment’s foreign policy manda-
rins looked out of their depth.

While it is true that 2018 seems
to have brought some good news
from the regional capitals, it has
less to do with our diplomatic fi-
nesse than the natural course of
events there. The arrival of an In-
dia-friendly Ibrahim Mohamed So-
lih regime in Male has brought
much cheer, and the return of Ra-
nil Wickremesinghe as Sri Lankan
Prime Minister is to India’s advan-
tage too. Nepal has reached out to
India to put an end to the acrimo-
ny that persisted through 2015 to
2017. Bhutan, Myanmar and Ban-
gladesh are also positively dis-
posed towards India, though the
relationship with Pakistan conti-
nues to be testy and directionless.
What this then means is that New
Delhi has a real opportunity today
to recalibrate its neighbourhood
relations.

Lessons from the past

First, let’s briefly examine what
should not be done in dealing with
a sensitive neighbourhood. For
one, India must shed its aggres-
sion and deal with tricky situa-
tions with far more diplomatic
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subtlety and finesse. The manner
in which it weighed down on Ne-
pal in 2015 during the Constitu-
tion-making process is an example
of how not to influence outcomes.
The ability of diplomacy lies in
subtly persuading the smaller
neighbour to accept an argument
rather than forcing it to, which is
bound to backfire.

Second, it must be kept in mind
that meddling in the domestic pol-
itics of neighbour countries is a re-
cipe for disaster, even when invit-
ed to do so by one political faction
or another. Preferring one faction
or regime over another is unwise
in the longer term. Take the exam-
ple of incumbent Sri Lankan Presi-
dent Maithripala Sirisena. There
was a great deal of cheer in New
Delhi when he took office in Janu-
ary 2015 (with some saying India
helped him cobble together a win-
nable coalition) after defeating Ma-
hinda Rajapaksa, considered less
well disposed toward India. Ho-
wever, Mr. Sirisena’s political
transformation was quick, as were
India’s fortunes in Colombo, at
least temporarily.

Third, New Delhi must not fail
to follow up on its promises to its
neighbours. It has a terrible track
record in this regard.

Fourth, there is no point in
competing with China where Chi-
na is at an advantage vis-a-vis In-
dia. This is especially true of re-

gional infrastructure projects.
India simply does not have the pol-
itical, material or financial where-
withal to outdo China in building
infrastructure. Hence India must
invest where China falls short, es-
pecially at the level of institution-
building and the use of soft power.
However, even in those areas Chi-
na seems to be forging ahead. In-
dia must therefore invest a great
deal more in soft power promo-
tion (and not the Hindutva kind of
outreach). To begin with, India
could expand the scope and work
of the South Asian University
(SAU), including by providing a
proper campus (instead of allow-
ing it to function out of a hotel
building) and ensuring that its stu-
dents get research visas to India
without much hassle. If properly
utilised, the SAU can become a
point for regional integration.

Looking for convergence
Finally, while reimagining its
neighbourhood policy, New Delhi
must also look for convergence of
interests with China in the South-
ern Asian region spanning from
Afghanistan to Nepal to Sri Lanka.
There are several possible areas of
convergence, including counter
terrorism, regional trade and in-
frastructure development. China
and India’s engagement of the
South Asian region needn’t be
based on zero-sum calculations.
For example, any non-military in-
frastructure constructed by China
in the region can also be beneficial
to India while it trades with those
countries. A road or arail line built
by China in Bangladesh or Nepal
can be used by India in trading
with those countries.

Going forward, New Delhi must
invest in three major policy areas.
There needs to be better regional
trading arrangements. The reason
why South Asia is the least inte-

Abandoned on the battlefield

The US. has a moral obligation to keep the Syrian Kurds safe, instead of giving Turkey a free run

STANLY JOHNY

.S.  President Donald
l I Trump’s recent decision to
pull American troops out of
Syria is a body blow to the Syrian
Kurds, the unsung heroes of the
war against the Islamic State (IS).
The U.S. began bombing the IS in
September 2014 after the jihadist
group announced a new Caliphate
with territories spread across the
Iraqi-Syrian border. But the bomb-
ing campaign remained largely in-
effective till the U.S. found a partn-
er on the ground to take on IS
positions.

The decline of the IS actually
began in Kobane, a largely Kur-
dish-populated Syrian town on the
Turkish border, in January 2015. At
that time, the group was fast-ex-
panding from eastern Syria, where
it established its de facto capital in
Raqqah, to the border towns in the
northeast. The Turkish-Syrian bor-
der remained porous, allowing the
IS to transport militants in and out
of Syria freely. It was the height of
Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, the self-de-
clared Caliph’s bloodbath cam-
paign. It laid siege to the city of Ko-
bane. After a six-month-long

battle, the People’s Protection Un-
its (YPG), the militia of the Syrian
Kurdistan, recaptured the bat-
tered city and ousted the IS. The
U.S. provided air cover. It was after
the battle for Kobane that then
U.S. President Barack Obama real-
ised the real strategic potential of
the Kurdish rebels.

The Kobane experience was re-
peated in nearby towns. The YPG
freed Tal Abyad in July and moved
to oust the IS from the Syria-Tur-
kish border region. After these in-
itial victories, the Syrian Demo-
cratic Forces (SDF), a coalition of
Kurdish, Arab and Assyrian mili-
tias and led by the YPG, was
formed in 2015 with the blessings
of the U.S. It has since become the
official defence force of the Syrian
Kurdistan (commonly known as
Rojava). The U.S. doesn’t have a
major troops presence in the re-
gion. Since Mr. Obama sent some
50 commandos to advise the
Kurds in 2015, the number of
American troops has grown to at
least 2,000. But in the territories
east of the Euphrates that are part
of the Rojava, the U.S. has built
massive military infrastructure — it
has at least a dozen military bases,
including four airfields.

Success story

This American-Kurdish partner-
ship has been a success story.
Within three years of its forma-
tion, the SDF has defeated the IS in
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most of the territories the group
held. After capturing the (Kurdish)
border areas, the SDF moved to
Arab-populated towns in the east
such as Raqqah and Deir ez-Zor
and freed them one after the oth-
er. The IS, which once claimed ter-
ritories as big as the United King-
dom, has now been confined to
some narrow pockets on the Iraqi-
Syrian border. But the U.S.’s sup-
port for the Kurds and their mili-
tary victories has irked another
country in the region — Turkey, a
NATO member and an American
ally. The YPG (the main compo-
nent of the SDF) has close ties with
the Kurdistan Workers Party
(PKK), the Kurdish militant group
on the Turkish side which is seen
as a terrorist organisation by both
Ankara and Washington. Abdullah
Ocalan, one of the founding lead-
ers of the PKK who has been im-
prisoned in Turkey since 1999, is
revered in Rojava as well. So Tur-
key fears the military mobilisation
of the Rojava would embolden the

PKK. Turkish President Recep Tay-
yip Erdogan (left, in picture) has al-
so been upset that the U.S. has
been backing the Kurdish rebels,
who he often refers to as terrorists.

Turkey’s attack on Afrin, a pre-
dominantly Kurdish town on the
Syrian side, in January this year
was born out of this security con-
cern. Mr. Erdogan wants to create
a buffer between the Turkish bor-
der and the Rojava. The plan is to
capture the border region from
Kurdish militants and hand it over
to pro-Turkey rebel groups — there
are Turkmen and Arab rebels in
Syria who get aid from Turkey.
And if Turkey occupies parts of Sy-
ria on the border — Turkish-
backed militants operate in Idlib, a
rebel-held territory — it will also
give Turkey a seat on the high ta-
ble to find a solution to the Syria
crisis. But a major impediment to
execute this plan has been the
continuing U.S. presence in Roja-
va. The Afrin attack was limited in
scale. Since then, Mr. Erdogan has
on several occasions made empty
threats to send troops to other
areas, including Manbij, where
U.S. troops are present. With the
U.S. pulling out of Syria, it’s a
green light to Mr. Erdogan to make
his moves freely.

Support and betrayal

The U.S. has a history of support-
ing and betraying the Kurds. After
the First World War, U.S. President

grated region in the world is be-
cause the economic linkages are
shockingly weak among the coun-
tries of the region. The lead to cor-
rect this must be taken by India
even if this means offering better
terms of trade for the smaller
neighbours. While it is true that
long ‘sensitive lists’ maintained by
South Asian countries are a major
impediment in the implementa-
tion of SAFTA, or the South Asian
Free Trade Area, India could do a
lot more to persuade them to re-
duce the items on such lists. Se-
cond, several of India’s border
States have the capacity to engage
in trading arrangements with
neighbouring counties.  This
should be made easier by the go-
vernment by way of constructing
border infrastructure and easing
restrictions on such border trade.

Resurrect SAARC
Second, India prefers bilateral en-
gagements in the region rather
than deal with neighbours on mul-
tilateral forums. However, there is
only so much that can be gained
from bilateral arrangements, and
there should be more attempts at
forging multilateral arrangements,
including by resurrecting the
South Asian Association for Re-
gional Cooperation (SAARC).
Third, India must have a cohe-
rent and long-term vision for the
neighbourhood devoid of empty
rhetoric and spectacular visits
without follow up. We must ask
ourselves, as the biggest country
in the South Asian neighbour-
hood, what kind of a region do we
want to be situated in, and work
towards enabling that.

Happymon Jacob is an associate professor
at the Jawaharlal Nehru University and
the author of “The Line of Control:
Travelling with the Indian and Pakistani
Armies’

Woodrow Wilson backed the idea
of autonomy for non-Turkish mi-
norities of the Ottoman Empire.
But the Allied Powers never
pushed for it. When the post-Otto-
man boundaries were redrawn,
the Kurds were split among four
countries — Turkey, Syria, Iraq and
Iran. In all these countries, they
have been a persecuted minority.
The example of the Iraqi Kurds is
telling.

Unfortunately, the Syrian Kurds
face the same fate. Syrian Kurdis-
tan is not a constitutionally recog-
nised autonomous entity like Iraqi
Kurdistan. They are surrounded
by enemies, the remnants of the
IS, a vengeful, insecure Turkish
military and the blood-soaked Syr-
ian regime. In theory, the U.S. pull-
ing out of an illegal war is fine —
the American intervention has
neither congressional approval
nor the UN Security Council’s nod.
But in practice, since the U.S. in-
tervention has already started
shaping the reality on the ground,
the pull-out should have been an
orderly one. The U.S. has the mo-
ral obligation to ensure the safety
of the Syrian Kurds. It could have
used the pull-out as a bargaining
chip to get concessions both from
Ankara and Damascus. Instead,
Mr. Trump’s abrupt decision
leaves the Kurds twisting in the
whirlwind.

stanly.johny@thehindu.co.in
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Importance of Bogibeel
That it took 16 years to
build the India’s longest
bridge, the Bogibeel — 21
years if one considers the
date the foundation stone
was laid — requires
introspection as far as the
pace of India’s project
implementation is
concerned (Page 1, “PM
opens Bogibeel Bridge,
India’s longest”, December
26).

But this government needs
to be applauded for giving
the Northeast region
renewed priority as a part
of the three C’s —
connectivity, commerce
and communication. Along
with these, projects such as
HIRA (Highways, Inland
Waterways, Railways and
Airways), the National
Bamboo Mission, the Digital
North East Vision 2022 and
a National Sports University
(Manipur) will help people
in the region. However, the
journey must not stop here
as there are many

challenges before the law
and order situation.
Tourism too needs to be
given a push. The bridge
must eventually be a part of
a trilateral highway project
connecting the Northeast,
Myanmar and Thailand.

HARSAHIB SINGH,
Ludhiana, Punjab

m The bridge is another
feather in the cap of the
National Democratic Alliance
(NDA) government with
respect to development
programmes for the
Northeast. This is a region
with many resources that
remain untapped because of
insurgency-related threats. If
the potential of these States
is harnessed, the Northeast
can boost India.
Developmental programmes
such as the bridge will not
only boost connectivity but
also help to reduce militancy
in the region. Such projects
are bound to boost morale in
the region. The fact is that
the security situation in the

Northeast has improved
under the NDA regime.

ARCHANA VENKATAMADHVARA]J,
Millerpuram, Thoothukkudi

Change in the air?

Union Minister Nitin
Gadkari, while speaking at
the annual Intelligence
Bureau endowment lecture
in New Delhi recently,
appears to have had a word
of praise for Jawaharlal
Nehru’s brand of secularism
and inclusiveness — a strict
taboo topic for his party. Is
there a change in the air for
the BJP after its electoral
losses in three key Hindi
heartland States? By default
or design, the BJP might have
ceded Hindutva space to
others. On top of this,
‘Achche Din’ too seems to be
going the same way as the
‘India Shining’ campaign of
2004.

The BJP appears to have an
inkling that a dispersed
mandate in 2019 could entail
the support of others beyond
its traditional allies. Apart

from pitching a more
conciliatory ideology, the
party, in the form of Mr.
Gadkari’s remarks, could as
well be hinting at a
leadership switch in the NDA
to be able to invite greater
acceptability, within and
outside.

R. NARAYANAN,
Navi Mumbai

Mine accident

The fate of the miners
trapped in a ‘rat-hole’ in
Meghalaya is not known.
That we are so ill-prepared to
deal with a crisis situation
such as this is brought out by
the inability of our disaster
managers to even locate
where the trapped miners
are. The efforts made in
India to rescue the trapped
miners is in sharp contrast to
the Thai cave rescue that
gripped the world. Thailand
pooled its resources and
prayers and stood as one
nation to achieve the
seemingly unachievable.
Illegal mining should not be

blamed on the labourers, but
on those who make big
money out of it.

G. DAVID MILTON,
Maruthancode, Tamil Nadu

Money pile

The present situation of the
banks under the Prompt
Corrective Action framework
having liquidity surplus on
the one hand, and other
financial institutions
grappling with a shortage of
cash on the other highlights
the lack of attention to the
probable outcomes of the
PCA norms (‘Business’ page,
“Banks under PCA sitting on
cash pile”, December 26).
Although the government’s
plan to inject additional
capital into PCA banks
sounds optimistic, it requires

a robust monitoring and
management system on the
part of these banks to avoid
falling again into the trap of
non-performing assets

SAHELI MUKHERJEE,
Kolkata

Plastic in salt

It was shocking to read the
snippet, under the
‘Countdown to plastics ban’,
Day 24 (Chennai, “Specks in
salt”, December 26), which
described an IIT Bombay
study that found the
presence of microplastics in
several table salt brands
across the country. Is there
anything that is safe?

RADHA SUBRAMANIAM,
Chennai
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CORRECTIONS & CLARIFICATIONS:

The report, “Nine bank unions call for one-day strike on
December 26” (some editions, Dec. 24, 2018), had erred in refer-
ring to Vijaya Bank as being under the prompt corrective action
(PCA) framework of the Reserve Bank of India. Vijaya Bank is not

under the PCA.
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